METHOD AND SYSTEM FOR PROVIDING PREPAID PHONE ADVERTISING 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention is in the field of communication systems, and in particular those 
communications systems using prepaid calling "cards" for delivery of audio services to wired 
and wireless telephony systems. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Consumer use of prepaid telephone calhng cards to make voice calls is growing dramatically 
in the United States. Prepaid services for both "land line" and cellular methods of 
communications have long been a significant part of the telecommunications business in Europe. 
Globally there are bilhons of prepaid telephone cards sold each year. These prepaid telephone 
cards come in a range of values, from as little as $5 to hundreds of dollars for each card. The 
prepaid card is an instrument of value, not of telephone talk time, and the value is translated into 
some number of mcrements of talk time depending on the cost and calling plan associated with 
each individual card and the end points of the calls made by the user. For example, five dollars 
worth of local calls at $0.10 per minute with no connect charge is considerably more talk time 
than long distance calls from the United States to hidia at $1.00 per minute with a $0.50 connect 
charge. 

Prepaid telephone cards come in two basic variants, but both work essentially the same way. 
One variant is where the calling party actually purchases and receives a physical card. This card 
can be plastic, similar to a credit card, or simply a paper or cardboard card, which may be the 
same size as a credit card for convenience. These cards are generally purchased at bricks-and- 
mortar retailers, but are also distributed by mail, through catalogs on the Internet, and at a 
number of other retail environments. On the card is imprinted three key numbers, (1) the toll 
free number of the telephone switch and (2) a Personal Identification Number (commonly 
refenred to as a "PIN" in the industry) and (3) the value in monetary units of the card. The 
second variant is where the calling party only receives notification of the toll free number to the 
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telephone switch, the PIN and the value associated with that card. This notification can be made 
at the time of purchase on the Litemet, through receipt of an e-mail, letter or similar 
communication after purchase, or through simple activation of a pre-purchase solicitation that is 
then charged to some payment medium. As one can appreciate, the two essential elements are 
the toll free telephone number of the telephone switch providing the telephone connections, and 
the PIN that identifies the "card" to the telephone switch accounting system. 

The telecommunications services activated by these cards are typically accessed by 
touchtone telephones and controlled through use to the tone buttons on the telephone set. In 
some countries certain buttons are inactivated after the initial dial sequence and are unavailable 
to control the functionaUty of prepaid telephone cards. For example, on many pubhc telephones 
in the United Kingdom, the number key ("#") is disabled after the first number sequence is 
dialed and does not produce a tone when depressed. Also, prepaid telephone cards do not work 
with pulse-dial telephones unless the card plan provides for access to a service person to place 
the calls. 

The communication system utilized in a prepaid telephone service may includes (a) the 
telephone set of the calling party (e.g., a home or office handset, a coin-operated call box, or a 
cellular telephone); (b) the services provided by a local service provider including wires, routers, 
switches, traffic management computers and others; (c) the services provided by the inbound 
long distance carrier including wires, routers, switches, traffic management computers and 
others; (d) the services provided by a local service provider where the switch is located including 
wires, routers, switches, traffic management computers and others; (e) the services of the 
outbound long distance carrier from the switch to the local service provider of the called person 
including wires, routers, switches, traffic management computers and others; and (f) the 
telephone set of the called party. The local and long distance service providers use land or 
terrestrial lines of metal (twisted copper pair, coax or the like) or fiber, microwave 
commimications, sateUite commimications in any and all combinations depending on their 
installed equipment and load routing and management computer systems. 



Despite the broad success of prepaid phone cards, advertising has not been focused on the 
caller as they make their prepaid calls. The extent of such advertising has been the use of 
graphic advertising imprinted on the card, or perhaps just a branding logo; but there is no 
connection between the message of the card's advertising and the process of making the 
telephone call. There has not been any attempt to make use of the finite amount of "dead" or 
"idle" time that is present as a call is first being connected. 

Accordingly there remains an opportunity to make use of this dead or idle time to deliver m 
audio service relating to the products and services being provided by the vendor or sponsor of the 
prepaid card. 

The present invention satisfies this need by delivering one or more of a set of targeted audio 
services to the calling party, and provides them with the opportunity to be connected to the 
Audio Services Provider/Owner following their calling sequence. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention is generally directed to a communication system for providing access 
to pre-recorded audio services messages via standard wireline and wireless telephones through 
the use of a telecommunications switch or router with a voice response unit in communication 
with a server system, where the server system retrieves one of a number of pre-recorded audio 
services from a data base containing the pre-recorded audio services. 

In a first, particular embodiment of the present invention, a communication system is 
established in which a PIN based index of pre-recorded services is used to generate a vahd 
access request when a Personal Identification Number ("PIN") commxmicated via a telephone 
link to the voice response unit matches the PIN link to an existing pre-recorded audio service. 
The person accessing the voice response unit can control telephonic access to the merchant who 
is offering the service or advertisement via telephone keypad instructions transmitted to the voice 
response unit and passed on to the data management server. 



In a second, separate embodiment of the present invention, the pre-recorded audio services 
are stored on a server as digital audio source, several control data fields including the PIN range 
associated with that message, a field for a dial-to number to the Audio Services Provider/Owner 
and fields to contain accounting numbers. The audio message file is encoded with instructions 
and stored in a compressed format which is then retrieved as digital data by the server and 
decompressed before the pre-recorded audio message is transmitted to the telephone link of the 
calling party, by the voice response unit. 

In a third, separate embodiment of the present invention, the owner of the prepaid calling 
card may be allocated additional call value or call time increments as a result of their selection of 
an option to receive additional, longer or other audio services during their call sequence. 

Accordingly, the present invention provides a communication system and method for 
accessing audio services in response to use of a prepaid phone card. 

This and fiirther objects and advantages will be apparent to those skilled in the art in 
connection with drawings and the detailed description of the preferred embodiment set forth 
below. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a block diagram that illustrates a communication system according to the preferred 
embodiment of the present invention. 

FIG 2 is a flowchart that illustrates a process of the first embodiment by which a system 
accepts an incoming call, validates the PIN and captures the call-to number fi:om the calling 
party. 

FIG 3 is a flowchart that illustrates a process of the first embodiment by which a system 
selects the Audio Services to be played, plays the Audio Services and performs some accounting 
fimctions. 



FIG 4 is a flowchart that illustrates a process of the first embodiment by which a system 
allows the calling party to select a connection to the Audio Services Provider/Owner or not and 
then monitors the cost of the call to the called-to party. 

FIG 5 is a flowchart that illustrates a process of the first embodiment by which a system 
monitors the sequence of events while the calhng party and the called-to party are connected. 

FIG 6 is a flowchart that illustrates a process of the first embodiment by which a system 
performs the functions of disconnecting the call and when the calling-party selects to or not call 
the Audio Services Provider/Owner and the process by which the calling party can select to 
listen to a longer or new Audio Service and receive additional call value for so doing. 

FIG 7 is a flowchart that illustrates a process of the first embodiment by which a system 
connects the calling party to the Audio Services Provider/Owner, monitors the call and performs 
some call accoxmting functions. 

FIG 8 is a flowchart that illustrates a process of the first embodiment by which a system 
monitors a connected call and allows the calling party to reconnect if desired and performs some 
call accounting functions. 

FIG 9 is a flowchart that illustrates a process of the first embodiment by which a system 
disconnects the calling party when the Audio Services Provider/Owner is not contacted. 

FIG 10 is a flowchart that illustrates a process of the first embodiment of an exception 
process when the calhng party has entered an invalid PIN more than the allowed number of tries. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODIMENT 

hi a preferred embodiment of the invention, the calling party is supplied a toll fi-ee number to 
initiate the calling process and a unique number or PIN that will identify him, or her "card," to 



the telephone switch accounting system. The caUing party may have a card supplied by the 
vendor, or may not. The card may or may not be embossed or equipped with a magnetic stripe 
or a computer chip. It will have the toll jfree number, the PIN and other product identification 
and marketing information imprinted and/or embossed on the card. In the non-card situation, the 
5 calling party will have been supplied the toll free number and PIN by any of a number of means 
(including but not limited to a letter, e-mail, notice on a website, a soUcitation telephone call, or 
other means of communication). The prepaid card/account may be a "one time card," such that 
additional value cannot be added to it by any methodology (i.e., the card is "used up" when the 
monetary value of the card is exhausted); or the card/account may be able to have value added to 
10 it by various means. In all cases, the calUng party receives or is otherwise credited with a certain 
value of prepaid telephone "talk time" which will be in some increments of value (e.g. $5, $10, 
$25, $50). 

tfl A process in accordance with the invention may start when the calling party dials the 
supplied toll free number and is connected to the telephone switch that is providing the call 
% minixtes for that card. The calling party is prompted by a prerecorded prompt (preferably a voice 
m prompt) to enter the PIN number. Upon receipt of a vahd PIN number, the telephone switch 
P| deHvers a pre-selected, prerecorded ad or audio service to the caller. The ad or audio service can 
S be of varying length, and can promote one or more vendors' services, advertisements or 
2il products. The content of the ads is preferably audio, but can also be a mixture of video for those 
users having video enabled communications devices (cell phones, satelhte phones, alphanumeric 
displays, or even monitors used with voice over IP, ATM or other network-based services). The 
telephone switch will provide the fimctionality to allow, e.g., (i) varying lengths of ad or audio 
services; (ii) a variable selection of services, where the variation can be dehvered in either 
25 random or pre-specified sequences and periodicity (e.g., once per communication session (from 
the user's perspective), once per defined period (e.g. a week) or once per issued PIN); and (iii) ad 
or audio services targeted to a specific subset of phone "cards", based on a range of the PIN 
numbers which were allocated to that set of services. The typical audio "spot ad" will be short, 
preferably less than fifteen seconds. The calling party is then allowed the opportunity, e.g. by 
30 audio prompt, to input one of the numbers on their dial-pad which indicates their choice of 
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whether or not to be connected, during or after the call, to the advertiser to whose message they 
have just listened. 

Li the typical case, the calling party is next prompted by audio prompt to input the telephone 
number of the call-to party, to whom they wish to speak. The telephone switch checks the value 
remaining on the "card" and informs the calling party by audio prompt of the amount of time or 
the value, or both, remaining on the card, and connects to the called-to party if sufficient funds 
are available to make at least a one (1) call unit connection. When connected, the telephone 
switch remains in the calling circuit, counting the minutes or fractions of minutes that the calhng 
party is connected to the called-to party. At the conclusion of the call the telephone switch 
deducts the value of the used call minutes (or fractions of minutes) from the value on that "card". 
Then, if the calling party has opted to be connected to the vendor who supplied the audio service, 
the telephone switch connects the calling party to the vendor's inbound telemarketing center or 
other destination indicated by the number assigned to the audio service. 

The telephone switch also performs a number of accoimting functions related to each call, 
each "card", each audio service, each vendor providing the service, and for all calls placed by the 
switch. 

Turning now to FIG 1, a communication system in accordance with the preferred 
embodiment is illustrated. This system includes a calling party's telephone 1 connected to the 
public telephone access and connection systems 2, or their cellular telephone 3 connected to the 
public cellular switching and connection systems 4, both of which connect to a service control 
unit 5. As one skilled in the art will appreciate, any one of a variety of communication units 
(satelhte phones, speakers connected to computers, wireline or wireless), connecting networks 
(cable telephony, voice over IP, switched or routed data networks, wired or wireless), and 
connecting means (e.g., switches, routers and the like) may be used in implementing the 
invention. Service control unit 5 is typically a telephone switch, but it may also be a router or 
other processing device controlling the caller's use of the telephony system. Connected to 
switch 5 is an information support and control server 6, a PIN and accounting database 7, a voice 
response unit 8, and an Audio Advertisement Services Database 9. The PIN and accounting 



database 7 verifies that the PIN is vahd, and the amoxint of value remaining for the owner of the 
PIN to use. The voice response unit 8 translates data into intelUgible voice prompts that the 
caller can understand; when the caller is connected via a device with video capability (e.g., a 
video phone, third generation cellular phone, or computer) any response unit 8 may instead be a 
5 video or other data response unit translating the prompt information into a format that can be 
presented to the user. Similarly, while the preferred embodiment of the Advertisement Service 
Database 9 stores advertisements for audio playback via a voice response unit 8, database 9 may 
store advertisement data in any format (e.g., ASCII text, binary, video, MPS) that can 
subsequently be forwarded and communicated to the caller. The telephone switch 5 is also 
10 connected to the called parties' ordinary telephone 11 via the public telephone switching and 
connection system 10 (which may be the same as system 2), the called party's cellular telephone 
13 via the pubhc cellular switching and connection system 12 (which maybe the same as system 
^ 4), and when triggered, the inbound telemarketing service of the Audio Services Provider/Owner 

■f! 14. 

14: 

The most common implementation of the invention is expected to utilize a telephony switch 
5 together with a management server 6. However, any form of communication processor 15 may 
ri be used, as long as the processor 15 is serving to verify the PIN/card and mediate the advertising 
services. Thus, in the case of FIG. 1 communication processor 15 may also include a routing 
201 server 5 in lieu of a switch, and may also include the prograjimiing necessary for the telephone 
n activity management 6 and audio response unit 7; the same server platform may also include 
personal identifier data store (e.g., PIN database) 7 and Ad data store (e.g., audio spot advertising 
database) 9. The stored advertising could be digital or analog; binary, audio, or multimedia; and 
response unit 8 could be one or more combinations of data translation algorithms and/or a data- 
25 voice converter (e.g., a PCM codec). 

FIG 2 is a flowchart illustrating a series of process that occur after the calling party dials the 
toll free number of the telephone switch 5. When contacted, the telephone switch 5 accepts the 
incoming call from the calling party 100 and alerts the Telephone Activity Management Server 
30 6. The Audio Response Unit 8 provides the calling party with an audio prompt to enter the PIN 
number of the calling card (step 101), and accepts the PIN from the calling party when entered 
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(step 102). The PIN information is then provided to the server 6, which vaUdates the PIN by 
accessing a preloaded PIN data base (step 103). If the PIN is on the PIN data base, has been 
activated and is vahd (step 104), the Audio Response Unit 8 prompts the caUing party for the 
call-to telephone number (or such other identifier that is associated with the call-to telephone for 
estabhshing communications) (step 105), and the telephone switch accepts the call-to telephone 
number that has been entered by the calling party (step 106). If the PIN is invalid and the calling 
party has not entered an invahd PIN three times (step 173), the server increments the count of 
invaHd PIN entries by the calling party (step 178) and the Audio Response Unit provides an 
audio prompt that the calling party has entered an invahd PIN and that they should reenter a 
vahd PIN (step 179). The telephone switch accepts the PIN and reenters the logic to check the 
PIN that has been entered at step 102. The telephone procedure then continues processing with 
the logic of FIG 3. 

FIG 3 illustrates a process in which the server selects the Audio Advertising Services to be 
played to the caller. When a PIN is provided, server 6 accesses the Audio Services Data Base 9 
and, based on the PDvF number, verifies that an Audio Advertising Service is available and checks 
to see if the "One Audio Spot" flag is set. If the "One Audio Spot" flag is set to Yes 108 and it is 
not the first call on this connection 109 then the server 6 initiates the calling sequence 118, 
effectively bypassing the Audio Advertising Services dehvery. If the "One Audio Spot" flag is 
not set to Yes 108 then multiple Audio Advertising Services can be dehvered to the caller if 
multiple calls are placed during the calling sequence. Server 6 then checks to see if an Audio 
Advertising Service is available 109. If not, the server 6 logs an error message in the PIN and 
Accounting Data Base 114 and initiates the calling sequence 118, effectively bypassing the 
Audio Advertising Services dehvery. If so the server then prompts the Audio Response Unit 8 to 
play the Audio Advertising Services to the calling party (step 111). The server 6 then increases 
the count, in the Advertising Services Data Base 9, of the number of Advertising Services played 
to the calling party (step 112). The server 6 also increases the count, in the PIN and Accounting 
Data Base 8, of the number of Audio Advertising Services played to the calling party (step 113). 

Next, in FIG 4 the server 6 checks to see if the advertismg Services Provider/Owner can 
accept inbound calls from the calling party, preferably at the end of the calling sequence (step 



115). If the Services Provider/Owner can, server 6 initiates the Audio Response Unit 8 to query 
the calhng party (e.g., by voice or touchtone prompt) to see if they want to be connected to the 
Audio Services Provider/Owner at the end of the calhng sequence (step 116). Alternatively, 
instead of waiting until the end of their call, the caller can also be provided with a choice of 
when to connect, e.g., "Please press 1 to be connected immediately, and press 2 to be connected 
at the end of your call." Likewise, the spot ad message and further connections could both be 
delayed until after the user finishes his call sequence, if desired. In the preferred approach, the 
server 6 saves the calling party's response for later use, e.g., in the PIN and Accounting Database 
(step 117), and then calculates a cost per increment of call time (step 118). If the user does not 
select any Services, or if the Services Provider/Owner cannot accept voice calls or other 
communications (e.g., some combination of audio (speaker/keypad) and visual (touch screen) 
input/output via the user's phone) (step 115) the server initiates the cost per increment of call 
time calculation (step 118). The server then compares the value left on the calling card (step 

119) and if there is sufficient value to complete one call increment, dials the call-to number (step 

120) , If there is not sufficient value remaining for the caUing card to complete one call 
increment, the server prompts the Response Unit 8 to inform the calling party that they have 
insufficient fimds on their card to complete a call to the call-to number (step 170), 

FIG 5 illustrates the connection and call management sequence. This sequence is started by 
monitoring to see if a connection is made to the call-to number (step 121), and if so, connects the 
calling party and the call-to party (step 122). The sender 6 monitors the call and decreases the 
value on the calling card by the value of one call increment for each call increment that 
accumulates during the connected call (step 123). The telephone switch 5 continually monitors 
the connected call for a disconnection (step 124) and if there is no disconnection (step 125), 
server 6 continues to count increments of call time (step 126) and decrements the value on the 
calling card by each value increment (step 127) and monitors the value on the calling card as 
each value increment is decremented (step 128); if the value on the calling card is still greater 
than one call increment's value, switch 5 continues to monitor for a disconnection (step 124). If 
no connection is made to the call-to number (step 121) the server 6 prompts the Audio Response 
Unit 8 to question the calling party to see if they desire to make another call (step 164), evaluates 
the decision (step 165), and if the calling party has chosen not to make another call, disconnects 
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the call (step 168), If the user has previously responded that she wants to be connected to the 
Service Provider of the spot ad, the communications processor connects the user to the Service 
Provider at this time. 

Turning now to FIG 6, a preferred embodiment for connection to the ad services is shown. 
The server 6 monitors the call and allows a final increment of call time to occur (step 131), and 
warns the calling party that the call is about to be terminated (step 132). The server prompts the 
telephone switch 5 to disconnect the call (step 133) and then accesses the PIN database to see if a 
call is to be made (e.g., in response to a user selection earlier) to the Audio Services 
Provider/Owner (step 134). If so (step 135) the server prompts the telephone switch to initiate 
the call. If not (step 155) the Audio Response Unit 8 prompts the calling party to see if the 
calling party would like to listen to a new or longer Audio Service. If the response (step 156) is 
negative, the server prompts the telephone switch to disconnect the call (step 157). If the 
response (step 156) is affirmative, the server 6 accesses the Audio Spot Data Base to select a new 
or longer service to play to the calling party (step 158). The Audio Response unit then dehvers 
the new or longer audio service (step 159). The server 6 then accesses the PIN and Accounting 
Data Base 9 (step 160) to update the count of the Audio Service that has been delivered. The 
Server again accesses the PIN and Accounting Data Base 9 (step 161) to update the value of the 
calling party's card. The server 6 than prompts the telephone switch to disconnect the call (step 
162). 

FIG 7 illustrates the process for connection to the Audio Services Provider/Owner and the 
call accounting processes for storing the results of the call process. The telephone switch 5 
connects the call to the telephone number of the Services Provider/Owner (step 136), and 
increments by 1 the number of times the merchant has been dialed (step 137). Switch 5 then 
checks to see if the connection has been made to the Services Provider/Owner (step 138), The 
server 6 then increments by 1 the count of the number of calls cormected to the Services 
Provider/Owner in the Audio Services Database (step 139), and increments by 1 the count of 
calls connected to the Audio Services Provider/Owner in the PIN Database (step 140). This 
process may involve connecting the user's telephone 1 or 3 to a service center or telemarketing 
center 14, but could also include connection to other communications systems, manned or 
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unmanned, as long as the Service Provider's communications system can conrniunicate with the 
user via voice or video prompts and inputs available via the user's telephone 1 or 3. The types of 
services provided can also vary, from offering products for sale or lease, to offering services or 
other intangibles for purchase by the user. Preferably one will keep track of the Audio Spots 
played to the customer base as a whole(step 139), and keep track of the number of times that a 
customer is connected to the Advertiser, at the customer level, via the PIN and Accounting Data 
Base (step 140). 

In FIG 8, a call is monitored to detect a disconnect. The telephone switch 5 monitors the call 
to detect a disconnect (step 142); if there is a disconnection (step 143) switch 5 evaluates 
whether it is an intentional disconnection (step 144). If not, server 6 increments by 1 the count 
of disconnected calls in the Audio Services database (step 145) and the PIN and accounting 
database (step 146), and informs the customer that they are being reconnected (step 147). If the 
disconnection was intentional, the telephone switch disconnects the other caller (step 149). 

FIG 9 illustrates one of the call accounting sequences. The server 6 increments by 1 the 
Audio Services Database (step 151), indicating that the Audio Services Provider/Owner did not 
answer the inbound call from the calling party. The server 6 then prompts the Audio Response 
Unit 8 to inform the calling party that a connection to the Audio Services Provider/Owner cannot 
be made (step 152), and disconnects the call (step 153). 

FIG 10 illustrates steps that are taken when the calling party enters an invaUd PIN at least 
three time (or other maximum number of tries). The server 6 prompts the audio response unit 8 
to inform the calling party that they have entered an invahd PIN (step 174); optionally, the server 
may also inform the caller that additional attempts to enter a PIN are not allowed (step 175). The 
server 6 may then prompt the audio response unit to inform the calling party to contact a 
Customer Service unit (step 176), and then disconnects the call (step 177). 

It is believed that the operation and construction of the present invention will be apparent 
from the foregoing description. While the method, apparatus and system shown and described 
has been characterized as being preferred, it will be readily apparent that various changes and 
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modifications could be made therein without departing fi-om the scope of the invention as 
defined in the following claims, and that the invention is not limited to these embodiments. For 
example, those skilled in the art will appreciate how each of the elements of the aforementioned 
embodiments may be utilized alone or in combination with elements of the other embodiments. 
Thus, modifications may be made by those skilled in the art, particularly in light of the foregoing 
teachings, without departing from the scope of the invention. 
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